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Dear Sir or Madam

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment to the Aviation Green Paper to be considered in the development of a White Paper in 2009.

Our submission will be brief as our Executive Officer is part of the Aviation Access Working Group and comments have been submitted via this mechanism and will continue to be offered in this way, throughout the life of this Working Group.

We recommend reading the attached 'Case Studies' report, which was compiled by for the  Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) as part of a committee process of which PDA was a member also.

About Us:

Physical Disability Australia Ltd (PDA) is the national disability peak organisation representing the interests and views of people with physical disability across Australia, the largest sector of disability in Australia. 

Physical Disability Australia is funded by the Australian Government through the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

People with physical disability in Australia:

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2003, One in five people in Australia (3,958,300 or 20%) had a reported disability in 2003. A further 4,149,000 (21%) had a long-term health condition that did not restrict their everyday activities. The remaining 11,703,800 (59%) had neither a disability nor a long term health condition. 


Of those with a reported disability, 86% (3,387,900) were limited in the core activities of self care, mobility or communication, or restricted in schooling or employment. Most people with a disability (76%) were limited in one or more of these core activities. 

The experience of people with physical disability:

Regardless of individual differences, it can be said with confidence that people with a physical disability, particularly those with significant mobility handicaps: 

1. experience discrimination within the community in some form;

2. have great difficulty gaining access to public and private buildings because of physical barriers such as steps, steepness of site and lack of parking;

3. face greater costs than other people because of their disability (such as equipment, modifications to vehicles, household appliances and housing, home maintenance, transport, personal, medical and health care costs and managing a household) 

4. generally cannot access public transport and are reliant on taxis, with varying levels of subsidy throughout Australia, or on private vehicles

5. face significant discrimination in finding a job and obtaining promotional opportunities, despite the avenues for redress through disability discrimination legislation 

6. have lower incomes than their age/education peers due to greater difficulties in getting employment and in achieving promotion

7. have fluctuating income if their impairment is associated with medical conditions leading to episodic periods of hospitalisation and/or absence from work. (Such people include some people with spinal cord injury, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy). 

8. Lack access to affordable, secure and appropriately designed housing, and is a critical issue for people with a physical disability. Lack of access to such housing has a major impact on our capacity to participate fully in the life of the community and to live as independently as possible within our own households. 

Submission Comments:

1. Access to information:

a) Information and announcements about flight status, boarding etc 

Large airports generally have visual information boards that show when a flight is boarding, but not all airports have them.   Often people with mobility disability cannot hear these or see them due to heights and distance and rely on both types of information.

In the case of delayed flights, there is often little visual information at boarding gates to keep passengers informed.

The change of departure gates before a flight often leaves a person with a disability not sure of what to do, particularly when the Commissionaires have told them to wait at the relevant gate.

2. Seating arrangements

Airlines are well versed in seating with lift up arms for people with mobility disability, needing to transferm, however there are often errors made with people with disability being assisted onto the plane being placed at the extreme rear of the aircraft resulting in negotiating an 'aisle chair' the full length of the plane.  

Lift up arm seating to date has not been available in most Business Class sections, where some people with disability prefer to sit to gain the advantage of more leg room.

3.  Staff


Some airline staff are well trained. However, many appear not to be trained at all or if 
they are, they need a refresher course to take into account new lifting procedures and 
equipment and to ensure they are aware of airline boarding procedures and policies, 
instead of making the rules to suit themselves as happens on many occasions. 


Staff are not always helpful – many speak to people with mobility disability as if they are 
children and do not necessarily treat people with respect or dignity.  On the other hand, 
many staff go out of their way to provide an excellent service. 


Some staff are still using inappropriate terminology – eg “handicapped or "invalids" or 
'wheelchairs" instead of addressing people as they should be. 


There are discrepencies in understanding and carrying out policies and procedures of 
airlines when boarding or disembarking people with physical disability on and off aircraft.


For example: policies are disregarded if airlines are a) running late, or b) have limited 
staff available or c) the aircraft is delayed, and policies appear to be at the whim of the 
Commisionaires when it suits.


This results in people who are unable to walk being left on planes for long periods of 
time, or being totally forgotten.  There are instances of people being left on planes and 
having to call out or use mobile phones to alert staff.


This can often mean people who use wheelchairs being boarded last (policy is boarding 
first to avoid delays, public viewing, embarrassment and more) and therefore being at the 
mercy of a plane full of travellers watching every move.  


Example: On one occasion it was announced on the aircraft that the "delay was due to 
loading disabled people" just as these same passengers were boarding.  The delay in fact 
was that the plane was late arriving and therefore late leaving and the said passenger (the 
writer) was boarded last, which is outside the policy for people with disabilities and 
boarding practices.

Recommendation: 

All procedures and policies should be universal and not negotiable according to timeframes and /or staff whims.

Wheelchair users:

· People who use wheelchairs for mobility, are sometimes refused carriage because their wheelchair is considered too large for modern planes, or too heavy for staff to manouvre.

· People who use wheelchairs often find their wheelchairs or part thereof, damaged when reaching their destination due to poor handling and stowage.

· This results in the passenger being without their mobility for however long it takes to fix it.  This is definately not suitable as most wheelchairs are built/prescribed to individuals and are not simply off a production line, therefore a substitute wheelchair is not an option for long periods of time, merely short term temporary solutions.

· Airline staff do not usually understand that many people who use wheelchairs are independent up to the point of entering the aircraft when allowed to remain in their own manual wheelchairs.  

This is the same for arrivals, and in fact if access to their own wheelchair is at the gate of the plane, this avoids public transfers, utilising staff who could be 
working with other people and more.  It enables many people to be totally independent including accessing their own baggage, visiting the rest rooms before a flight and sorting their ongoing travel.

· It is often assumed by all areas of staff that people with physical disability have cognitive impairments and are therefore spoken to as if they have no understanding or abilities.  

Many are treated like children who have no idea of travel and procedures and on several occaisions the writer and others have been subjected to abuse by staff when challenged about their behaviour. 


Recommendation:

Most people with physical disability do not have cognitive impairments, most especially if they are travelling alone.  All people should be treated with dignity and respect.

It should also be remembered that people with disabilities pay the same amount for their travel as passengers without disabilities and are therefore entitled to the same treatment.

4.   Online ticketing

People with disabilities are recommended to telephone to make their bookings, so that all issues can be recorded.  This disadvantages many people who should simply be able to 'click' a button which records that there is a wheelchair to be carried also.

There should be no additional cost because a person has a disability, whether in the booking fee or the travel itself.

5.  Security at Airports

People with disability are experiencing varying degrees of security measures at different locations.  In one instance in Brisbane one lady was requested to undress because of the surgical corset she was wearing, many are asked to take off their shoes, when in fact they need assistance to put shoes on in the first instance, and many have had their equipment taken away from them, such as reaching sticks etc.

Recommendation:

A better security system is needed where people can be screened but not unnecessarily hindered in their travel, most especially people with disabilities.

Once again thank you for the opportunity to submit comments to this consultation.

Should you require more information, please contact the writer on 02 6567 1500

Yours sincerely
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Sue Egan

Executive Officer - B.Comm.W., M. Dis.St.

